I
n theory and practice, artists of the Black Arts movement have been a major driving force in the growth of a remarkable, rich, and diverse array of aesthetics and styles, driven by a concern of uniting people of African descent all over the world. They have produced a range of voices and a rich body of artwork that is truly trans-African, but also transnational. These special issues (numbers 29 and 30) do not claim to be comprehensive or representative of all the groups, movements, and artists who worked in different cities across North America and other parts of the African Diaspora. Rather, they focus selectively on works by artists who formed or joined in forming collectives such as AfriCOBRA, "Where We At" Black Women Artists, Spiral, and Weusi, as well as others who operated independently within the same aesthetic impulses and ideological framework. Some of the contributions to these special issues highlight pioneers, independent masters whose impressive body of work exerted a tremendous influence on the Black Arts movement, in addition to others who have shared similar concerns without belonging to a specific group or collective. Some of the essays engage the thematic, aesthetic, and ideological concerns that dominated the works of these artists. These have ranged from responding to the visual tropes of racist and stereotypical representation, to confronting the legacy of absence in the work of artists associated with the Black Arts movement, as well as the neglected legacy of Black Abstraction. All have shared the concern of a creation of a new art and aesthetics that are modernist in essence but rooted in the black experience. They also include essays by younger artists whose works are concerned with the representations of blackness as it is informed by emerging discourses in the fields of black art and visual culture from gender, sexuality, and feminist perspectives. They also provide insights into how such discourses are evoked in mapping absence and presence within postmodernist and conceptualist frameworks.
The For the benefit of our readers who are less familiar with the visual manifestations of the Black Arts movement, it would be worthwhile to further elaborate on some of the collectives and groups of artists that have formed such a vibrant movement. Foremost among these groups has been AfriCOBRA, which was founded in the late 1960s by Jeff Donaldson, Wadsworth Jarrell, Barbara Jones Hogu, and others. AfriCOBRA is an acronym for African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists, originally derived by combining "Afri" (Africa) with "Cobra" (Coalition of Black Revolutionary Artists). In AfriCOBRA's 1970 manifesto, written by Donaldson and his cohorts, the group's objectives were to develop a new African American aesthetic and commit themselves to the principles of social responsibility, local artistic involvement, and promotion of pride in black self-identity. To fulfill those principles, certain aesthetic qualities were emphasized: the sublime image, innovative approaches to rhythm, and the use of high-energy colors. In addition, the fusion of pan-African elements in the works parallels the improvisational and stylistic innovations found in contemporary African and African American music. Another such artists' collective, founded in Harlem in 1965, adopted the name Weusi (which means "blackness" in Swahili) and declared its objectives "to preserve, develop, and promote African and African American culture through the visual arts." Weusi evolved out of the Twentieth Century Creators, a coalition of African American artists also based in Harlem, who called for the creation of positive "Black art for Black people." To reach out to the community, in the mid-1960s the group established the Annual Harlem Outdoor Art Festival, held successfully for fourteen years. Weusi was credited with the creation of the annual Harlem-based Black Ball, a fund-raising event that included dance, music, poetry readings, and a fashion show. The ball was originally developed as an alternative to Christmas, which had become a commerce-oriented celebration. To create independent spaces and institutions for African American art, Weusi established the Nyumba Ya Sanaa (House of Art) Gallery in 1967, and the Nyumba Ya Sanaa Academy of Fine Arts in 1969. In addition to curating and hosting exhibitions of African and African American artists, Nyumba gallery served as a meeting place for black artists to exchange ideas on issues ranging from African culture and aesthetics to artistic techniques. Weusi as a group valued individual creativity within an African-centered perspective and sought to promote cultural pride and self-reliance while protesting injustice. Weusi has developed a new iconography and visual vocabulary, which, like those of AfriCOBRA, have become expressive of black aesthetics.
While never associated publicly with the Black Arts movement, Spiral, another short-lived and loosely associated group, nevertheless shared some of the ethos of the Black Arts movement in search of a black aesthetic and the concern with representation of blackness. Spiral emerged from a call by Romare Bearden, who invited several black artists to his New York studio during the civil rights era in the early 1960s to discuss the role of the black artist and other issues of concern. Spiral was formed on July 5, 1963, as a result of that meeting. The group's name is based on the Archimedean spiral that "moves outward embracing all directions, yet constantly upward."
1 Spiral brought together a dynamic group of artists divergent in terms of age, background, interests, and style of work, which ranged from abstractionist to realist. Their biweekly meetings became forums for debate and an exchange of ideas on aesthetics, artistic standards, and the question of social responsibility vis-à-vis artistic freedom. A concern for achieving racial equality and affirming black identity in a white-dominated art world unified the group. Their goal was to search for points of intersection that allowed them to work together while preserving their individuality as artists. After two years the group had an exhibition in which all members showcased works executed only in black and white. Despite the show's success, Spiral ceased to exist after two years, because the artists believed that they had outgrown the aesthetic limitations and urgent concerns of the period.
While many black male artists were gaining attention by the late 1950s and early 1960s, black female artists were underrepresented at the onset of the Black Arts movement. Angeles (2010) . In these issues we hope to follow in the footsteps of these seminal authors and shed more light on the complexity and nuances of the Black Arts movement by focusing solely on the visual arts through three sets of contributions. The first set comprises issue 29 and is dedicated to a number of critical essays written by scholars, curators, and artists as well. We are fortunate to count among the contributors to this section three of the authors of above-mentioned texts: Crawford, Ongiri, and Widener. Among the other contributors are several artists, literary figures, scholars, and curators such as Amiri Baraka, Kay Brown, and Edward S. Spriggs who were central to the Black Arts movement and to the shaping of its ethos and aesthetics as it metamorphosed into one of most significant black intellectual and artistic traditions since the Harlem Renaissance. The second and third sets of contributions comprise issue 30. The second set provides a collection of short essays, in addition to manifestos, archival documents, and recollections by artists and other figures within the Black Arts movement and, as much as possible, representatives of the groups and collectives that shaped the movement. The third set of contributions brings together conversations and an intergenerational dialogue with some of the major artists who have been part of the Black Arts movement. They offer a fascinating glimpse into the social, political, and aesthetic concerns of the movement as it was experienced and as it was taking shape. Taken as a whole, these three sets of contributions highlight the concerns and the impetus behind the Black Arts movement in the visual and literary domains. dukeupress.edu/nka S C R I B E
